National Standards

As children returned to school this year a major reform of education was launched. It was the
New Zealand Curriculum, the result of years of careful development, consultation and
training. It is a uniqgue document to bring New Zealand education into the 21st century.
Teachers, principals and Boards of Trustees are excited about its potential.

The launch of the new curriculum has been completely overshadowed by the introduction of
National Standards. This is no surprise considering the government’'s determination that
National Standards, not the Curriculum, will be the most important educational change in 20
years.

Debate around National Standards puzzles the public. Why are government and teachers at
odds over a policy that seems so obviously good for children? Surely parents want to know
how their child is achieving against a standard and to have that information reported in plain
language. (Reports December 2009)

So why the fuss? Concerns about the Standards began among academics and include a
growing number of school Boards and at least one of Mr Key's own cabinet ministers.

The most immediate concern is that the Standards have not been trialled. The government’s
haste to implement an election promise saw National Standards written and introduced within
twelve months, a timeframe that made a mockery of consultation and a stark contrast to the
introduction of the New Zealand Curriculum.

The fact is, we don’t know how well the Standards reflect what children can achieve. They
draw together a range of assessment methods currently used in schools but not designed to
work together to make a definitive (or simplistic) generalisation about a child’s achievement
against a National Standard.

Another concern is lack of training. Teachers are experts in assessing children’s learning. In
the meantime, apart from some on-line resources, most schools are receiving no support.

As we are part of the Assess to Learn contract for 2010 we will be working with our facilitator
over the next six months understanding the National Standards.

Heather'’s role as the Assess to learn facilitator and myself will be leading the staff. To date,
we have had no training.

We received the National Standards packages in December last year and | spent time in my
holidays getting my head around them as did a number of staff. The board of trustees have
been given the packages also but as yet have had little discussion other than a presentation |
did in August 2009 on the implications of National Standards.

A grave concern of teachers is that data showing how their school performs will eventually be
available for the media to construct league tables. The concern springs not from fear of
accountability but from the real damage league tables do to student achievement.

The threat in league tables stems from the tendency of National Standards to become
minimum standards. Schools under pressure to look good in the league table will devote their
resources to lifting the greatest number of children up to the bar. This means they will
concentrate on children just below the Standard, to the neglect of those above or well below.
So both the bright and the neediest children suffer, with the ironic result that National
Standards produces the very mediocrity and inequity it aims to eradicate.

This has been the experience in Britain and the USA. Both countries are now scrambling to
extricate themselves from the disasters of high-stakes assessment. Anne Tolley claims we will
not reproduce their mistakes because we have not opted for a single national test, but the
danger lies not in how children are tested but in the use of the data to create league tables.



Teachers are frustrated by the Minister’s determination to make our education system appear
broken. Mrs Tolley creates the impression that National Standards fill a gaping void. This is
far from the truth. Teachers already know who is not achieving and are working effectively to
support those children. (refer to achievement data presented over last 5 years more recently
December 2009, last years student reports, previous Principals reports, our special education
programme, the professional development plan 2009 - 2011 and our draft strategic plan).

Mrs Tolley justifies her policies by repeating that 20% of students are failing. What she
means is that currently 20% of students fail to achieve literacy and numeracy standards at
University Entrance level (NCEA level 2). This figure has been dropping for some time and
those groups at greatest risk of failure, Maori and Pasifika students, are the focus of a range
of interventions.

Education in New Zealand is world class; our teachers are professional and open to change. If
the government agreed to trial National Standards and to legislate against league tables the
opposition would largely vanish.

Currently at West Melton School we are:

e Reporting on student achievement against the New Zealand Curriculum (2009
student reports)

e Discussing the implications of National Standards and the impact on student
achievement (professional discussions)

e Working with Assess to learn facilitator on understanding the National Standards
(action plan presented at March Board meeting)

e We are and have been for years assessing student achievement using various
assessment tools and teaching to the gaps/needs of our students.

e We have been reporting on student achievement for years by means of student-led
conferences, student reports and goal setting interviews

e Have an effective special education programme addressing students needing extra
assistance to support classroom programmes

We need to at this stage:
e Tweak the student reports
e Have training in using the National standards for all staff

Susan Jackson
Principal
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